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Literacy mediation as a form of powerful literacies in community-based 
organisations working with young people in a situation of precarity 
 
Virginie Thériault 
Department of Linguistics and English Language, Lancaster University, Lancaster, United 
Kingdom 
 
This paper aims at understanding the complex relations between bureaucratic literacies, the 
lives of young people in a situation of precarity, and the work of employees of two 
community-based organisations in Québec (Canada). Drawing on the perspective of the 
New Literacy Studies, the focus of this article is around the role of literacy mediators that 
can play youth workers. It also endeavours to clarify the meaning of the term precarity 
(précarité) by suggesting a multidimensional perspective on it. This paper reveals that 
literacy mediation can be a form of powerful literacies that offer opportunities to counteract 
dominant literacies and support new ways of learning. Finally, it suggests a reflection on 
the importance of the work of community-based organisations in countering the situation of 
precarity experienced by some young people. It underlines the fact that these organisations 
are also experiencing financial uncertainty and insecurity that affect their services. 
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The aim of this paper is to understand the role of literacies in the complex relations between 
institutions, young people in a situation of precarity, and the community-based organisations 
working with them. More specifically, it looks at how employees of two community-based 
organisations in Québec (Canada) act as literacy mediators; helping young people to understand 
bureaucratic literacies and take action with regard to them. Since the 1990s community-based 
organisations in Québec have adopted a paradoxical position of µFRQIOLFWXDOFRRSHUDWLRQ¶'XYDO
et al. 2004) that implies that they receive funding from the state (governments of Québec and 
Canada) to offer services, but still maintain a critical stance towards it. This kind of alliance 
between community-based organisations and the state means that advocacy and mobilisation 
have remained central to their work even though they depend on public funding.  
Many social actors share a common concern, namely that young people whose education 
has been interrupted, should keep learning (Thériault and Bélisle, 2012); hence, the large number 
of social programmes aimed at this group of people. %pOLVOH¶VVWXG\4) on the use of literacy 
in community-based organisations in Québec has shown that it is central to social and 
professional insertion programmes. The young people attending these programmes are often 
referred WRDVEHLQJµDWULVN¶RIH[SHULHQFLQJYDULRXVGifficulties (addiction, criminality, health 
proEOHPVHWF'LVFRXUVHVDERXWµGURS-RXWV¶ and young people in a situation of precarity 
IUHTXHQWO\PDNHDVVXPSWLRQVDERXWWKHVH\RXQJSHRSOH¶VOLYHVDQGSUREOHPV 
The term precarity is central to this article. According to Barbier (2005), the use of this 
term rather than precariousness, in English academic literature, is relatively novel and seems to 
refer to the way the term précarité has been used in France. But what does precarity (précarité) 
actually means in Francophone countries, and more specifically in France and in Québec? A 
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considerable amount of literature has endeavoured to define, understand the complexity, and 
explain the origins of the term (see amongst others, Barbier 2002, 2005; Bresson [2010] 2013; 
Cingolani [2006] 2011; Eckert 2010; Nicole-Dracourt 1992). Precarity has a plurality of 
meanings and a broad scope of usage. It is impossible to find one unequivocal definition of the 
term. In this article, I will endeavour to clarify its meaning and suggest understanding it through a 
multidimensional perspective. Also, I will use the lens of literacy studies to explore some 
processes that can contribute to create precarity in the lives of young people, such as the 
bureaucratic literacies used by some institutions. This article also focuses on the work of 
employees of community-based organisations, which support young people vis-à-vis these 
institutions. I will give examples of the kind of support offered by youth workers, which can be 
described as literacy mediation.  
 
Precarity: plurality of meanings 
Precarity can be associated with vulnerability, fragility, poverty, exclusion, marginality, 
persistent poverty and unemployment (Barbier 2002). Yet, two terms ± uncertainty and insecurity 
± seem to describe the essence of what precarity means. It is generally seen as something 
negative and is used to denounce the effects of neoliberal economies at various levels of society 
and SHRSOH¶s lives (Bresson 2011). The term neoliberal refers here to economies that put 
emphasis on competition, individual responsibility, self-improvement, free market and a general 
disengagement of the state with regard to social structures (Apple, 2004; Kipnis, 2009). The term 
precarity is generally used to describe new forms of employment originating from flexibility and 
managerial strategies associated with neoliberalism (Barbier 2002). The notion of precarious 
employment (emploi précaire) started being used to refer to part-time jobs, temporary jobs and 
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other µDW\SLFDO¶W\SHVRIMREV%DUELHU, 7). Precarity is also used to characterise society in 
general. Neoliberalism affects the whole society and, therefore, a general process of precarisation 
(précarisation), affecting everybody seems to be going on (Barbier 2002; Waite 2009). Waite 
(2009, H[SODLQVWKLVDVµJHQHUDOLVHGVRFLHWDOPDODLVH¶$FFRUGLQJWR%RXUGLHX, 96), 
HYHQWKRXJKQRWHYHU\ERG\LVGLUHFWO\DIIHFWHGE\SUHFDULW\HYHU\ERG\¶VµFRQVFLRXVQHVVLV
KDXQWHG¶E\LWVSRVVLELOLW\DQGDVDFonsequence, this makes people feel that having a job is a 
privilege even if the working conditions are poor and deplorable. 
 
Precarity and insertion 
Barbier (2002) indicates that the term precarity, in France, has often been associated with 
µinsertion¶. I would suggest that it is also the case in Québec. Three usages of the term have been 
identified by Barbier and Théret (2001). The first one relates to the social services offered to 
specific groups identified as socially excluded, to help µWKHPWRXVHWKeir social rights, socialising 
them through health and housing counselling, access to benefits and so on, but also counselling, 
WUDLQLQJDQGHPSOR\PHQWVFKHPHVH[SOLFLWO\OLQNHGWRWKHODERXUPDUNHW¶ (2001, 158). The second 
use directly concerns employment and is generally understood as the transition from school to 
work. 7KHWKLUGXVHLVVSHFLILFDOO\UHODWHGWRSXEOLFSROLFLHVµ³LQVHUWLRQ´LVDFRPSOH[VRFLDO
SURFHVVHYHQWXDOO\OHDGLQJWRVRFLDOLQWHJUDWLRQ¶DQGGUDZLQJRQ&DVWHOWKH\FODLPWKDWWhe 
state has a role to play in  assuring a smooth transition between different periods of life (Barbier 
and Théret 2001, 158). In Québec, the expression µsocial and professional insertion¶ (insertion 
sociale et professionelle) is used to describe the work of community-based organisations and 
programmes attended by young people whose education has been interrupted, and are 
beneficiaries of financial support from the government (see Yergeau et al. 2009). The term 
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insertion covers a different network of phenomena than other words used in English such as 
inclusion, and integration. Insertion is not only concerned with economic aspects RISHRSOH¶V
lives (work), but also includes supporting them to find housing, go back to school, improve their 
social relationships, reduce their alcohol and drugs consumption, access health services, and so 
on. 
 
Precarity and young people in Québec 
In Québec, the term precarity has been generally associated with young people and their 
professional insertion. It was widely used during the employment crisis of the 1970s and 1980s to 
talk about the difficulties young people were encountering in finding their first employment 
(Gauthier 2011). It has been later used in relation to the changing nature of the job market, which 
led to young people being more likely to have part-time jobs or short-term contracts (Gauthier 
2011). Youth are seen here as a homogenous group, and the difficulties they experience are 
lumped together without distinction (ibid.). Precarity seems to be something uniquely concerned 
with the economy and employment. As Gauthier (2011, 4) puts it, this focus on economy and 
employment: 
in wanting to encompass everything, it can distract from the ³real´ precarity, it has certainly 
something to do with employment, especially with regard to employability, but also calls for 
other support measures which are not always directly related to the job market. (Original in 
French, my translation) 
I agree with Gauthier and in this paper, I understand precarity as something that also 
affects other aspects of life and not only employment. The other aspects that can potentially be 
affected by precarity include: accommodation; family relationships; social relationships; mental 
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health and physical wellbeing; experience at school; drug and alcohol consumption; legal and 
criminal issues and so on. The participants in my study were taking part in social and 
professional insertion workshops in community-based organisations, working with youth workers 
to improve their life situations. They had various goals such as going back to school, improving 
their physical and mental health, finding a job and traveling in different countries.  
 
Towards a comprehensive approach to precarity 
I agree with Waite (2009) that the term precarity is more useful when applied to a specific group 
of people than to the society in general. This implies that precarity cannot be experienced 
similarly by all the members of a society, but that it is rather experienced by individuals and 
groups of people in various ways. This observation relates to what other authors have claimed 
(Barbier 2005; Gauthier 2011) about the effects that neoliberalism has on specific groups of 
people more than others. According to some authors (Barbier 2002, 2005; Eckert 2010) the 
groups, which are generally more affected are women, immigrants, young people, older workers 
and people with disabilities. This implies that particular individuals with such characteristics 
(gender, age, race, etc.) may experience precarity. It is also the case of people living in specific 
QHLJKERXUKRRGVGHVFULEHGDVµGDQJHURXV¶DQGµSRRU¶7KLVJHRJUDSKLFDOFKDUDFWHULVWLFPLJKWDOVR
play a role in the way some individuals experience precarity, and particularly employment 
difficulties (see, e.g., Bresson [2010] 2013 for an overview of the question). It would be easy to 
continue on a narrative of victimisation and blame (Smyth and Wrigley 2013) about people 
experiencing precarity. Labelling these groups of people is not useful (Bresson [2010] 2013; 




(Smyth and Wringley 2013) over which they have limited power.  
,Q4XpEHFWKHWHUPµVLWXDWLRQRISUHFDULW\¶situation de précarité) is also used especially 
WRUHIHUWR\RXQJSHRSOH¶VOLYHVVHH%RXUGRQDQG%pOLVOH, 2015). 7KHWHUPµVLtuation of 
SUHFDULW\¶situation de précarité) is used in Québec to refer to the lives of people who are 
generally referred as marginal, vulnerable, at risk, disadvantaged, and so on. µ6ituation of 
SUHFDULW\¶LVSUHIHUUHGLQP\VWXG\WRUHIHUWR\RXQJpeople attending activities in community-
based organisations aiming at their social and professional insertion (see Bourdon and Bélisle 
2008). ,XVHWKHWHUPµDVLWXDWLRQRISUHFDULW\¶LQLWVVLQJXODUIRrm since it is the closer translation 
WRµen situation de précarité¶WKDWVLJQLILHVDQ\RUDOOWKHPXOWLSOHVLWXDWLRQVRISUHFDULW\WKDWFDQ
be experienced by people.  
,QRUGHUWRH[SODLQWKHPHDQLQJRIWKLVWHUP,IRXQGLQVSLUDWLRQLQ%RQYLQ¶VDUWLFOH
LQZKLFKKHVXJJHVWVXVLQJ$PDUW\D6HQ¶VFDSDELOity approach to address employment precarity. 
Bonvin explains that precarity has to be considered as a multidimensional phenomenon in order 
to understand the actual liberties of people with regard to employment. I would like to apply this 
idea of a multidimensional perspective on precarity to the social conditions of people, not solely 
to employment precarity. In this perspective, the focus is not only on the employment aspect but 
looks at (WKHLQWHUDFWLRQVEHWZHHQµRSSRUWXQLW\VWUXFWXUHV¶0F,QHUQH\DQG Smyth 2014) and 
public policies, (2) the individual characteristics and particular events in the lives of people, and 
(3) the political, economic and historical context. The amalgam of these three dimensions allows 
a better understanding of precarity. With this perspective, it is possible to explain how people 
ZLWKLQGLYLGXDOFKDUDFWHULVWLFVIURPFHUWDLQQHLJKERXUKRRGVZKLFKSXWWKHPµDWULVN¶RI
SUHFDULW\PDQDJHWRDYRLGLW,ZRXOGOLNHWRHPSKDVLVHWKHLGHDRIµVLWXDWLRQRISUHFDULW\¶WR
highlight the fact that precarity is situational, is experienced in different ways by different 
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individuals and groups of people, and can change over time and in relation to the evolution of the 
three dimensions mentioned before.  
Waite (2009) notes the political potential that is implied by the term precarity. She gives 
examples of the large social movements which arose in Western Europe in the 2000s in 
opposition to neoliberalism. Yet, I argue that this resistance and its political aspects can also be 
observed at a much smaller scale; in the services of community-based organisations which 
specifically work at improving the everyday lives of people in a situation of precarity. In this 
paper, I will explore the place of literacies (written text, reading and writing) in two community-
based organisations. More specifically, I will look at the role of literacy mediators ± the 
employees of these organisations, the youth workers ± play in the lives of young people. They 
often mediate between the difficult living conditions of the young people and the bureaucratic 
literacies of the institutions, which directly contribute to create the situation of precarity. 
According to Waite (2009), there is a need to understand who the people in a situation of 
precarity are, and how the processes creating precarity work.  
 
Theoretical framework 
I adopt the lens of literacy studies in order to study some processes (bureaucracy) that create 
precarity, and some others (literacy mediation) that might help counter it. Drawing on the work of 
Smith (1999), this paper highlights the importance of literacy in large-scale organisations and, 
more specifically, bureaucracies. In order to understand the role of text in ruling 
relationsʊEHWZHHQLQGLYLGXDOVDQGEXUHDXFUDFLHV ± I draw on the perspective of the New 
Literacy Studies (NLS). In the following sections, I will introduce this perspective and also 




The New Literacy Studies 
The NLS is a research perspective developed in the 1970s and 1980s by researchers from various 
disciplines ± notably empirical psychology (Scribner and Cole 1981), anthropology (Street 1984), 
sociolinguistics and education (Heath 1983). According to Barton (2001), the NLS originated 
IURPGLVVDWLVIDFWLRQZLWKSXUHO\FRJQLWLYHFRQFHSWLRQVRIUHDGLQJDQGZULWLQJ7KHVHµRYHU-
VLPSOLVWLFSV\FKRORJLFDOPRGHOV¶ZHUHSDUWLFXODUO\LQIOXHQWLDOLQVFKRROV(93). In the NLS 
perspective, literacy is seen as more than just reading and writing. It considers literacy as social 
practice. People use an amalgam of modes (incorporating artefacts, gestures, visual, written and 
spoken language) while accomplishing tasks and making sense of their everyday lives. Literacy 
should, therefore, EHXQGHUVWRRGIURPSHRSOH¶VSHUVSHFWLYHVDQGVHHQDVVLWXDWHGLQFRQWH[WThe 
concept of literacies (plural form) is then more comprehensive and representative of the uses of 
literacy in everyday life and in different cultures and sub-cultures (Street 1984). 
 
Powerful literacies 
In their books Powerful Literacies (see also More Powerful Literacies, Tett, Hamilton, and 
Crowther 2012), Crowther, Hamilton, and Tett (2001, 1) DUJXHWKDWµOLWHUDF\LVGHHSO\DQG
inescapably bound up with producing, reproducing and maintaining unequal arrangements of 
SRZHU¶These edited books include different empirical studies which present forms of literacies 
that could give back power to groups of people whose literacy practices are not valued in society. 
The authors coined the term µpowerful literacies¶ to describe these kinds of literacies, which 
µKDYHWRRSHQXSH[SRVHDQGFRXQWHUDFWWKHLQVWLWXWLRQDOSURFHVVHVDQGSURIHVVLRQDOP\VWLTXH
ZKHUHE\GRPLQDQWIRUPVRIOLWHUDF\DUHSODFHGEH\RQGTXHVWLRQ¶. They also argue that 
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powerful literacies should create new alternatives to traditional ways of teaching and learning. 
For them, instead of literacy addressing economic needs, powerful literacies should be grounded 
in everyday life and be animated by issues of social justice. For these authors, it is necessary to 
understand what kinds of literacies are XVHIXODQGLPSRUWDQWLQSHRSOH¶VOLYHVIt is clear that these 
are also situated in social contexts and cannot be understood solely in terms of economic benefits 




According to Papen (2012, 74), the concept of literacy mediation µDOORZVUHVHDUFKHUVWRFDSWXUH
the jointly accomplished nature of much reading and writing in eveU\GD\OLIH¶. Literacy mediators 
µFDQEHIDLWKIXOWUDQVFULEHUVHGLWRUVRUFRPSRVHUVRIWH[WV7KH\PD\UHDGZRUGE\ZRUG
paraphrase, translate or summarise a text they [are] JLYHQ¶74). According to Papen (2010), 
literacy mediators often assist others with texts of genres and registers that they are not familiar 
with. She also explains that a person will often need the support of a literacy mediator while 
µHQter[ing] new spheres of social and/or economic activity, which demand of them new roles, 
understanding of new practices and familiDULW\ZLWKQHZGLVFRXUVHV¶7KHVHQHZµVSKHUHVRI
VRFLDODQGRUHFRQRPLFDFWLYLW\¶79) potentially use different genres and registers. For instance, 
LQ.DOPDQ¶VVWXG\SXEOLFVFULEHVin Mexico were navigating between different genres: 
love letters, governmental forms, academic essays, etc., and Baynham (1993, 309) explains how 
he paraphrased the content of an official letter to a Moroccan immigrant using both technical and 
non-technical registers. Thus, register refers to the level of language, the type of vocabulary or 
kind of words used within a particular social context. 
11 
 
Another important aspect of literacy mediation is its close relation to power distribution. 
3DSHQFODLPVWKDWOLWHUDF\PHGLDWLRQµLVDSURFHVVWKDWFDQFKDOOHQJHWKHSRZHURI
dominant literacies and discourses by allowing those not commonly familiar with these practices 
± via a mediator ± to access and deplo\WKHPIRUWKHLURZQQHHGV¶79). This idea of power 
relationships within literacy mediation is also reflected in Jones¶ study (2000a, 2000b) on Welsh 
farmers. She illustrates how economic globalisation affected local literacy practices of farmers 
and the amount of bureaucratic literacies WKH\KDYHWRGHDOZLWK'UDZLQJRQ*LGGHQV¶VZRUNRQ
the consequences of modernity (1990), Jones (2000a, 2000b) claims that institutions are 
QRZDGD\VµGLVHPEHGGHG¶RIORFDOFRQWH[WV, and formal literacy is at the core of this process. 
-RQHVESRLQWVRXWWKDWµ>L@QIDFH-to-face bureaucratic encounters, professional mediators 
symbolically take on the position of the ³delegates´ of an institution and accomplish what 
Giddens (1990) refers to as the ³facework commitment´ on behalf of the faceless institution 
ZKLFKHPSOR\VWKHP¶215). -RQHV¶ZRUNLOOXVWUDWHVKRZWKHFRQFHSWRIOLWHUDF\PHGLDWLRQDOORZV
researchers to look at the effect of wider social structures on local practices and relationships 
(Barton 2009). 
In sum, I would describe literacy mediation as interactional, and as something that can 
occur in both informal and formal contexts. It can also involve professionals or members of the 
social network (e.g. friends and family), is often multimodal and multilingual, bridges different 
genres and registers, and always involves issues of power distribution. 
 
Methodology 
Because of the difficulties of measuring insecurity and uncertainty, and also due to its 
complexity, precarity is not considered as a fruitful variable for quantitative comparison between 
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countries (Barbier 2005, Bresson [2010] 2013). Also, a quantitative approach to precarity might 
not address SHRSOH¶Vsubjective perception (Paugan 2000) of precarity; focusing instead on an 
objective perspective such as part-time employment rates and other economic variables. Without 
rejecting the relevance of this quantitative information, an ethnographic approach can provide 
valuable inputs about the situation of precarity experienced by people. Indeed, there is a long 
tradition of qualitative research in the study of precarity, and especially with groups who might 
EHµDWULVN¶RIH[SHULHQFLQJLW%UHVVRQ [2010] 2013).  
My study endeavours to understand the relations between the literacy practices used in 
two community-based organisations and those of the young people attending their activities. It 
adopts a critical ethnographic approach (Madison 2005). This means that it endeavours to 
challenge preconceived ideas about literacies and young people in a situation of precarity (e.g. 
that they do not like to read and write [Bélisle 2003]). It also aims to question the idea that 
literacy and learning are confined to formal forms of schooling. In order to do so, my study gives 
voice to the people directly concerned ± young people themselves and the employees of 
community-based organisations who are working with them. 
Both organisations ± Le Bercail and /¶(QYRO ± offer services to young people aged 
between 16 and 30 years old, living in a precarious situation. Pseudonyms are used for the 
research participants and the two community-based organisations. My study was reviewed and 
accepted by the University Research Ethics Committee. The services offered at one or both 
organisations include a youth shelter for runaways, supervised apartments, a gathering place, 
structured workshops, artistic programmes (e.g., art gallery and theatre), and career advising and 
counselling services. The study involved two main phases of data collection. In May 2012, I 
conducted about 122 hours of participant observation in the two field sites over a period of 2 
months. In total, 27 people took part in these sessions. In addition, I interviewed 21 participants; 
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14 young people (5 women and 9 men) and 7 youth workers (4 women and 3 men). In April 
2013, I conducted five participatory workshops in the same two organisations. I wanted to offer 
participants an opportunity to be involved in the data analysis, but I could not ask them to analyse 
the interview transcripts for ethical reasons (similar to Finlay [2013]). Also, this would probably 
not have been an interesting task for them. In these workshops, I invited the participants to use 
visual material in order to reflect and generate ideas about important concepts identified in the 
first phase of data collection. We did activities such as mind mapping, card sorting and 
storyboard writing. One of the activities was specifically focusing on questions of literacy 
mediation. I asked the young people to think about a letter they had received recently and that 
had had an important effect on their lives. I provided them with a sheet of paper as a blank 
storyboard. They were asked to indicate who sent the letter, what it was about and what they did 
afterwards in relation to it. 
On the first day of fieldwork in each organisation, I explained what my role as researcher 
was and clarified the fact that I was not a youth worker. As Riemer (2011, 166) claims, 
SDUWLFLSDQWVDUHµH[SHUWDERXWWKHLUOLYHVDQGWKHLUSUDFWLFHV¶DQG,DOZD\VHPSKDVLVHGWKLVZLWK
the young people and the youth workers participating in my study. I explained to them that it was 
important for me to spend time with them and to get their points of view. 
For this paper, I have selected data from the two phases of data collection. The interviews 
conducted with the youth workers during the first phase were included. I also used the activity on 
literacy mediation organised with young people during the second phase of data collection. I am 
also drawing on my observation notes to present an example of literacy mediation observed in 




Discussion of data 
In this section, I first present a general overview of literacy mediation at Le Bercail and /¶(QYRO, 
noting that the youth workers acted as literacy mediators with/for the young people in relation to 
various forms of literacy. In this article, however, I only focus on bureaucratic literacies (e.g. 
contracts, forms and letters from institutions). Then, I offer an overview of the participants¶ 
perspectives on bureaucratic literacies. The comments made by the young people and the youth 
workers are presented and analysed. In the last two sections, I provide concrete examples of 
literacy mediation as described by the youth workers and also in my observation notes.  
 
Literacy mediation and bureaucratic literacies 
During the first phase of my study, the youth workers mentioned provided literacy mediation 
relating to various genres of bureaucratic literacy: registration forms (especially for adult 
education centres), governmental forms (welfare, unemployment benefit, immigration, public 
health services, etc.), rental leases, and institutional and bureaucratic letters (schools, 
governments of Québec and Canada, banks, telecommunications companies, etc.). According to 
them, literacy mediation occurred in their everyday job, from at least once a month (n=2), twice a 
month (n=2) and once a week (n=2) to many times a week (n=1). It is important to note that 
because of their different roles, some youth workers were acting as literacy mediators more 
regularly than others. For instance, one was acting as a careers counsellor and the services he 
provided were addressing a large group of young people. 
 
Participants¶ views on bureaucratic literacies 
During the second phase of my study, I organised an activity with the young people around 
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questions of literacy mediation. As a result of this, the majority of the young people shared 
situations when they had had to deal with bureaucratic literacies. Richard, at /¶(QYRO, said, 
µ:KHQ,UHFHLYHOHWWHUVIURPP\ODZ\HU,UHDOO\GRQ¶WOLNHKLPDQG,GRQ¶WXQGHUVWDQGZKDWKH
ZDQWVWRWHOOPH¶On the sheet of paper provided during the workshop, Richard gave an example 
of another type of letter that he had received recently (see Figure 1). This letter was sent to him 
by an organisation in charge of the supervised apartment he was renting at that time. Richard 
wrote down that the content of this letter was related to a debt (dette) he had accumulated with 
this organisation. He indicated on the sheet of paper (see Figure 1) that after receiving this letter, 
he simply threw it away.  
 
 
)LJXUH5LFKDUG¶VQRWHVDERXWDOHWWHUVHQWE\DKRXVLQJRUJDQLVDWLRQ/¶(QYRO, 11 April 2013 
 
Another participant at /¶(QYRO&DVVDQGUDFODLPHGµ%HIRUH,GLGQ¶WNQRZDQ\WKLQJDERXW
LQFRPHWD[GRFXPHQWV,ZDVDVNLQJP\PRWKHUDERXWLWEHFDXVH,GLGQ¶WXQGHUVWDQGAbout all 
the government GRFXPHQWVDVZHOO¶6KHODWHUPHQWLRQHGWKDW\RXWKZRUNHUVZHUHDOVRSHRSOHVKH
would ask support from with bureaucratic literacies. Richard, Jacques and Pierre-Luc stated they 
would often search online, on Google or Wikipedia, in order to understand bureaucratic 
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documents they receive by mail. They would search for the procedure to follow with specific 
documents, or the meaning of some words and expressions used.  






)LJXUH'DU\D¶VQRWHVDERXWDOHWWHUVHQWE\WKH&DQDGLDQ*RYHUQPHQWLe Bercail, 18 April 
2013 
 
During the activity about an important letter received recently, Darya gave the example of 
a letter sent by the Canadian Government in relation to her immigration status. She explained that 
this letter informed her that she had to go to court. She then wrote (see Figure 2) that following 
the reception of this letter she called her lawyer to ask what would happen to her.  
Darya and Julien claimed that they never sought literacy mediation from the youth 
workers. However, I have observed many events involving literacy mediation and these three 
young people at Le Bercail. It is interesting to observe that some of them did not spontaneously 
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remember that the youth workers, or other people, had helped them with certain genres and 
UHJLVWHUV7KLVHFKRHV0DFH¶VFODLm (2002) on literacy mediation being so common that people 
do not even notice it. 
In the interviews conducted during the first phase of data collection, the majority of the 
youth workers at Le Bercail and /¶(QYRO said that young people often panicked when they 
received government letters or letters related to financial matters (e.g. banks and 
telecommunications companies). According to Ève-Lyne, a youth worker at Le Bercailµ7KH\DUH
VRVXUHLWZRXOGEHGLIILFXOWWRXQGHUVWDQGWKDWWKH\GRQ¶WORRNDWLW¶The youth workers claimed 
that young people would ask them questions such asµ:KDWVKRXOG,GRZLWKWKLV"¶µ:KDWLV
JRLQJRQ"¶µ'LG,XQGHUVWDQGLWFRUUHFWO\"¶µ:K\DUHWKH\VHQGLQJWKLVWRPH"¶DQGµ:KDWLVLW
DERXW"¶7KHy confirmed this feeling of disempowerment young people expressed.  
Catherine, a youth worker at /¶(QYROVDLGWKDWEHFDXVHRI\RXQJSHRSOH¶VDQ[LHW\
problems and their difficult financial situation, bureaucratic documents generally had an 
emotional charge that was difficult to cope with. Another youth worker at /¶(QYRO, Carl, also 
claimed that young people sometimes feel judged by some questions asked in official forms. This 
could also explain the feeling of disempowerment expressed by some of them. Carl argued that 
the young people he works with do not trust institutions, in general, and might ignore the 
information received or misunderstand it because of this. 
7KLVUHODWHVWR0DODQ¶VVWXG\; based on a rural town in South Africa, she (1996) 
describes how community members were ignoring written notices from the municipality office. 
,QVSLUHGE\%DNKWLQ¶VZRUNVKHFODLPVWKDWLJQRULQJZULWWHQGRFXPHQWVLVDOVRDIRUPRI
GLDORJXHDQGµDZD\RIFRQIURQWLQJWKHPRQRORJLFYRLFHRISRZHUIXOLQVWLWXWLRQV¶Malan 1996, 
111). Young people in my study might also adopt this attitude for the same reason. 
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Based on my observations, literacy mediation seems to offer an alternative to ignoring the 
bureaucratic literacies. With the support of the youth workers, young people could, for instance, 
appeal against an unfair decision or contact the institutions to receive clarification. The process of 
literacy mediation will be further explored in the two following sections. 
 
Literacy mediation in action 
The youth workers at Le Bercail and /¶(QYRO explained that the registers (level of language) used 
in some bureaucratic documents are often difficult to understand, even for them. The majority 
explained that they summarised the official documents using simple words. On this matter, 
Tommy, a youth worker at Le Bercail, said:  
We will read the outline of the document and then say: µThe aim is that you have to call this 
person and then, ask her these questions.¶ I'm just guiding him or her on two or three 
VHQWHQFHVWRVD\DQGWKHQ,¶OOEHQH[WWRKHUPost of the time listening, because she might 
need help while making the phone call. For instance, she might say: µ,GRQ¶WXQGHUVWDQGWKH
electronic menu!¶ It's all about supporting and presenting information in simple terms. 
(Interview with Tommy, Le Bercail, May , 2012). 
7KLVH[DPSOHRIOLWHUDF\PHGLDWLRQLOOXVWUDWHVWKHµFXOWXUDOEURNHUDJH¶(Baynham 1993) 
youth workers offer for the young people at Le Bercail and /¶(QYRO$VLQ%D\QKDP¶VVWXG\
(1993) on Moroccan immigrants in London, Tommy paraphrased the content of an official letter, 
acting as a literacy mediator between two registers, bureaucratic and everyday language. Some 
young people mentioned, as stated before, that they did not know enough about certain genres 
and registers used by certain institutions (e.g. courts or Inland Revenue) to deal with them by 




understand and to fulfil.  
All the youth workers interviewed in my study mentioned that they consistently 
endeavour to encourage the autonomy of the young people through literacy mediation. For 
instance, Ève-Lyne, a youth workers at Le Bercail, VDLGµ,DOZD\VVWDUWE\ORRNLQJDWWKHIRUP
with him or her and say: µ,ZRQ¶WGRLWIRU\RX¶ >«@7KH\ILQDOO\UHDOL]HLW¶VQRWWKDWGLIILFXOW¶
Others describe how they guide and support young people, emphasising the importance of 
fostering their learning. 
In the following section, I will give an example of literacy mediation taken from my 
observation notes. By presenting this fine-grained account, I aim to explain the relation between 
bureaucratic literacies, literacy mediation and situations of precarity; linking back to the 
multidimensional definition of the term presented before. 
 
/DXUHQFH¶V+ealth Insurance card 
I observed an important number of situations during which the youth workers were acting as 
literacy mediators with the young people. Here, I have selected one of them, which happened at 
Le Bercail in May 2012. It involved a young woman I have named Laurence, and three youth 
workers: Frédérique, Ève-Lyne and Tommy.  
Before the presentation of /DXUHQFH¶V example, a few contextual clarifications are needed. 
According to the 5pJLHGHO¶$VVXUDQFH0DODGLHGX4XpEHF (2014), everybody in Québec is 
eligible for the Québec Health Insurance Plan (some exceptions are applicable). A proof of 
residence must be provided in order to obtain a health insurance card. This has to be presented 
every time that a person requires free health services. If the card is expired or lost, some fees will 
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apply to the health services received. A renewal notice is sent 3 months before the expiry date on 
the card. 
Laurence had recently moved out of an apartment she had been sharing with her former 
partner. She was looking for a place to stay and was, in the meantime, living with her sister. At a 
more personal level, Laurence had complained about abdominal pain the weeks before and was 
increasingly worried about the method of contraception she was using at that time, and felt it was 
not appropriate for her body. My field notes are as follows: 
A challenging renewal process 
Laurence was about to leave Le Bercail to attend her annual medical examination with the 
local general practitioner (GP). Frédérique offered her a lift since it was raining on that day. 
Laurence replied that she could go on foot since [Name of the Clinic] was not far from Le 
Bercail. She said goodbye to everyone and left Le Bercail. 
Laurence came back about 20 minutes later. She seemed devastated. Ève-Lyne asked her 
what the problem was. Laurence said that she was not able to attend her appointment because 
her health insurance card had expired. She told Ève-Lyne and Frédérique that if she wanted 
to attend her appointment without the card she would have had to pay CAN$80 but she did 
not have this kind of money. She told Ève-Lyne that she knew that her card had expired in 
September 2011, but she did not think that it could prevent her from attending her 
appointment for free. Ève-Lyne explained her that if she had had a serious accident she 
would have had to pay a lot of money out of her pocket for medical care. Laurence had the 
renewal notice in her bag. [She has been carrying it with her for a while.] She also had her 
photograph taken the day before (for the card). Frédérique then offered to help Laurence with 
the renewal process. They left Le Bercail immediately and went to the CLSC (Centre Local 
de Services Communautaires, Community Health Centre) where they could submit the 
completed form and photographs.  
Frédérique and Laurence came back to Le Bercail about 20 minutes later. Laurence seemed 
even more discouraged. She then explained to Ève-Lyne that Frédérique and she were not 
able to renew the card because she did not have any proof of residence. Her name did not 
appear on any lease or bills. The receptionist at the CLSC told her that she must obtain a 
sworn statement to confirm that she was living with her sister. Ève-Lyne wondered how to 
get such a statement, Frédérique did not know either. Tommy, who was passing by, explained 
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that Laurence would have to go to the bank with her sister. Laurence¶VVLVWHU would then have 
to swear before an employee of the bank that Laurence was really living with her. (Field 
notes, Le Bercail, 10-05-2012). 
This extract shows all the complexities of bureaucratic literacies and how they can be 
overwhelming for young people living in a situation of precarity. Technically, everybody living 
in Québec can access free health services. However, as illustrated in this example, this right is 
accessed and mediated through bureaucratic literacies. The situation of precarity that Laurence 
was experiencing at that time made it even more difficult for her to access this right. She did not 
have an official address, and was temporarily relying on her sister¶VKHOS as she did not have a 
good relationship with her parents at that time. The pain that she was experiencing probably 
made this situation even more difficult for her. As previously mentioned she had to endure an 
unsuitable method of contraception and could not have access to a GP. Her financial situation 
was difficult; she was only relying on the state benefits for her participation in the workshops at 
Le Bercail. This example supports a broader definition of precarity that entails more than 
employment status and work-related difficulties. OWKHUDVSHFWRISHRSOH¶VOLYHVFDQEHmarked by 
precarity such as health, housing and social relationships.  
/DXUHQFH¶V example VXSSRUWVWKHLGHDWKDWµOLWHUDF\LVGHHSO\DQGLQHVFDSDEO\ERXQGXS
ZLWKSURGXFLQJUHSURGXFLQJDQGPDLQWDLQLQJXQHTXDODUUDQJHPHQWVRISRZHU¶(Crowther, 
Hamilton and Tett 2001, 1). The data presented above suggest that the µRSSRUWXQLW\VWUXFWXUHV¶
(McInerney and Smyth 2014) that young people in a situation of precarity could benefit from are 
generally mediated by literacy (e.g. forms, letters, information documents). Literacy is then often 
involved in the situation of precarity experienced by young people, a point also supported by the 
examples provided by Richard (letter about an accumulated debt) and Darya (letter concerning 
her immigration status).  
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Laurence seemed to have misunderstood the way the health system was working in 
Québec. She did not know that an expired card would prevent her for getting free health services. 
Laurence misunderstood the letter she had received, not because she had difficulties with reading 
and writing ± two activities that she said being good at ± but rather because she did not know 
enough about the specific practices of this institution. The youth workers played a role of literacy 
mediator with an emphasis on cultural brokering (Baynham 1993). This signifies that they helped 
Laurence understanding the culture of the 5pJLHGHO¶$VVXUDQFH0DODGLHGX4XpEHF and the 
Québec public health system, in general; their practices and ways of interacting with people.  
The youth workers at Le Bercail supported her in this situation. Frédérique went with her 
to the CLSC to renew the card as she knew where to go to submit the renewal form. However, 
Frédérique and Ève-Lyne were as puzzled as Laurence about where to get a sworn statement and 
who could act as a commissioner for oaths. Tommy offered helpful advice on this matter. This 
episode also highlights how youth workers help each other by sharing the knowledge they have 
of bureaucratic literacies.  
Literacy mediation can be considered as a form of powerful literacies since it offers 
opportunities to counteract dominant literacies and support new ways of learning. It is important 
to underline that Laurence but also Frédérique and Ève-Lyne seem to have learned from this 
literacy mediation process. This could be related to what Lave (2011) calls apprenticeship, since 
she explains that this form of learning is more complex than someone who knows who is 
showing how to do something to someone who does not know. According to her, everybody 
involved in this procHVVOHDUQVVRPHWKLQJVLQFHµDSSUHQWLFHVKLSLVDSURFHVVRIFKDQJLQJSUDFWLFH¶
(Lave, 2011, 156). The examples of literacy mediation presented in this article indicate that the 
youth workers accompanied the young people in learning new ways of dealing with bureaucratic 





This paper has argued the need for a multidimensional perspective on the term precarity. I offered 
an interpretation of the term µVLWXDWLRQRISUHFDULW\¶ ± as it is used in Québec ± that reflects the 
complex and changing relation between the opportunity structures and public policies, the 
individual characteristics of a person or a group, and the political, economic and historical 
context. I also argued that literacy mediation can be qualified as a form of powerful literacies. 
Based on the data presented above, it seems that literacy mediation can offer an alternative to 
counteract dominant literacies and support new ways of learning. This article also contributed at 
highlighting the complex role of literacy in the situation of precarity experienced by young 
people.  
As mentioned before, literacies are often a grey area or invisible aspect of the work of 
youth workers. Literacy mediation is not promoted as an important part of their work, and they 
do not receive training about it. All the youth workers participating in this study claimed that 
literacy was not a topic addressed in their initial training at college or university. Yet, they have 
to navigate between extremely different and complex literacies. The youth workers explained that 
they learn how to deal with bureaucratic literacies by talking with their more experienced 
colleagues or from personal experience. Consequently, there might be a need to raise awareness 
concerning the important place literacy mediation takes in youth work. Literacy mediation, as 
illustrated in the examples presented in this article, can have a positive effect in the lives of the 
young people and might help in countering their situation of precarity.  
The community-based organisations and the youth workers I am working with have also 
been experiencing insecurity and uncertainty. Year after year, they are uncertain about the 
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funding they could receive from the provincial or federal governments. Carl, a youth worker, 
mentioned having witnessed a deterioration of the quantity and the quality of the services offered 
to young people; especially regarding access to health services, financial support and education 
provision. This might directly affect the dimension of precarity, which I identified as being 
related to the opportunity structures and public policies. Throughout this article, I have been 
careful not to use the term precariat to refer to the young people participating in my study. As 
other authors (Bresson [2010] 2013; Waite 2009), I am reluctant to label the young people 
participating in my study as a homogeneous group. My fieldwork observation and other data 
collected do not allow me to claim that there is a new social class in Québec, and that my 
research participants were part of the precariat. However, the cuts in the public services and 
community-based milieu might have a direct effect on the lives of such young people and 
therefore on their situation of precarity. An eventual lack of support provided by community-
based organisations and the disengagement of the state might contribute to the precarisation of 
the young people. The question is then: Are we in the process of creating a new social class in 
Québec ± the young precariat?  
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